PINK-FOOTED AND GREYLAG GEESE IN BRITAIN

17th/18th November 1984

The 25th annual autumn census of Pink-footed Anser brachyrhvnchus
and Grevlag Geese A.anser in Britain took place over the weekend '
of 17th/18th November 1984. The census was badly disrupted by
poor weather and the totals of 86,000 Pinkfeet and 64,000 Greylags
are not thought to be complete. They compare with 101,000 and
82,000 respectively in November 1983. Assessment of breeding
success suggests that the Pinkfeet would have shown an increase
in numbers this year while the Greylags might have stayed at about
the same level. The breakdown of the counts is shown overleaf,
together with the figures for mid-March 1984, not previously
circulated.

Weather and general conditions

In the 25 years of these November counts, we have seldom
experienced quite such bad weather over such a great part of
the range. Only in south-west Scotland and north-west England
were conditions reasonable, while over the entire eastern half
of the country, but especially from the Borders north to Grampian,
the weather was dire. Torrential rain fell for about a week up
to and including the count weekend. This produced much fiooding
of streams and rivers, providing amply temporary roosting sites
for the geese. The rain over the count weekend was associated
with very low cloud and abysmal light, making counting the geese,
whether at dawn or dusk flights, or out on the fields during the
day, extremely difficult and frustrating. There is little doubt
from the results, and from the comments of the counters, that
many geese were missed.

This is an unfortunate way to celebrate 23 years of these
November censuses, but one advantage of maintaining a long run
of such counts is that occasional hiccups can be coped with.
Given reasonable conditions for the next one or two censuses
and we should be able to interpret this poor count a little better.

'he harvest in 1984 was exceptionally early and clean, leaving
little grain on those stubbles which were not quickly ploughed
in and sown with winter barley. Goose food was available in
some areas on harvested potato fields, where again the harvest
was early, but because of the dry summer there were many small
tubers to be left behind.

PINKFEET

The apparent drop of 16,000 geese since November 1983 is
completely contrary to what was expected, given a breeding
success of "20.2% yvoung birds, and a mean brood size of 2.2.

These figures are based on rather smaller samples than usual,
just over 3000 birds aged, and only 33 broods; an inevitable
consequence of the bad weather. This is the best breeding
success to be recorded since 1980 and should have produced an
increase on the 1983 total.

The March 1983 census gave a total of 88,000 Pinkfeet, a
realistic drop from the 101,000 the previous November. Applying
a 20% brecding success to this figure, and ignoring any possible
mortality through the summer, gives a total of just under 106,000,
We cannot, of course, know, by only finding 86,000 birds this
November, that 20,000 went missing, but the higher figure is
probably closer to the true population level.

The regional breakdown on page 3 shows the largest drops in
east central and south-east Scotland, both areas in the worst of
the weather, but also with the very clean harvests. The increase
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in east England is accounted for by large numbers in the east
Wash and north Norfolk, arriving earlier than usual.

A feature of the March 1984 count was the great concentration
of geese on the Solway, with some 34,000 in the area. In comparison
with previous March counts, numbers were down in south-east and
east-central Scotland.

GREYLAGS
The breeding success of this species was 15.8% with a mean
brood size of 2.6. The sample sizes of 1300 birds and 25 broods

are less than half the normal, and must therefore be treated with
some caution. However, it 1s unusual for the two species to have
widely differing breeding success in the same year, so it is
likely that the Greylags had at least an average season. That
being so a total of 64,000 is clearly disappointing when we might
have expected at least 20,000 more. On the other hand, Greylags
are much more prone than Pinkfeet to roost cut on small patches
of flood, so to get within a similar range of the expected total
indicates a respectable counting effort!

For the third year running the March 1984 count was well down
on the previous November, reinforcing the belief that the
distribution and roosting behaviour of the birds is very different
in spring compared to the autumn. The spring counts are almost
certainly finding all the major concentrations, but presumably
missing a great many small flocks.

The regional breakdown (below) shows the Greylags in November
to have moved to south-west Scotland and north England in
greater numbers than usual, perhaps as a result of food shortages
further north.

Regional distribution of Pinkfeet and Grevlags, Nov.1983 to Nov.1984

PINKFEET GREYLAGS

Nov. Mar. Nov. Nov. Mar. Nov.

1983 1984 1984 1983 1884 1984
North Scotland 13.4 22.5 19.4 40.1 45.8 42.0
East central Scotland 38.8 26.5 32.0 33.9 16.5 26.4
South-east Scotland 27 .5 4.6 12.6 9.9 4.0 5.0
South-west Scotland 2.9 34.9 6.7 12.3 21.8 20.1
North England 16.2 10.0 18.4 3.8 11.9 6.5
Fast England 1.2 1.5 10.9 - - -

Figures are percentages of total populations.

Spring census

The fourth in the new series of spring censuses of grey geese will
take place over the weekend 16th/17th March 1985. Counters on my
mailing list for this report will find the usual request form and
postcard enclosed.
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